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This is a tongue-in-cheeJc rendering of an imaginary 
linguist's attempt to pfove that a gramma]:ical rule is not. in fhct 
optional, b^t conditioned.. Through manipulation of the data, use of 
computers, etc, he succeeds in -"proving" this** He also "proves" that 
this conditioning is contextdal ; that the rule which exhibits it is 
essentially probabilistic; and that hyperbolic tan -functions Bre a 
feature of the competence underlyin.g the human language faculty. An' 
alternative, much simpler hypothesis is presented, but rejectetl on 
the grounds that,' , alt hough it is compatible with the data, it is not 
■^empirical" enough. Assumptions implicit in variable rule ^ ' 
descriptions (VRD's) are examined, with the conclusion that the VRD 
approach has unfortunate methodological , comsequences for lipguistic ai 
theory, rt is furthfer concluded that probabilistic graffimar is not a 
Vtheory.' (Auth'or/AM) 
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This paper consists of a^story with a moral. In order to preserve. the con- 
tinuity of the' story I shall put quite a bit. of the moral into' the footnote's 
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c 



. ^ This ^s/ory is' about some littguistic data. And, because the point 
of the story i^ not to clue you in to one or two facts about ian obscure 
laxiguage, I'm going to take some liberties with the facts. What matters 
is that the story could he true, not whether it is or not. It is, perhaps,"^ 
the first" ever sociolinguis tic shaggy dog story. ^ . , 

There's a language, which I'll call Tzofzil^ for which someone once 
wrote a Mickey Mpuse generative granttnar.-^ Among the rules of this grammar 
is sometliing which we can represent thus:'^ * 

(1) WHERE \^^^\ • ; 

[tenoj 

In other words the tjjiderlying where-ques tion morpheme 'h^s two diffet^,^^ 
Realizations iHrf^ee variation .' And you'll haye to take my word* *for thQ 
fact that the ruje isn't syntac ticaj.ly or phonological ly conditioned. 

As is we IL known, o^^^e thing hard-nosed sociolinguists don ' t wear 
i^ braces*.' So, when one of their nuni-ber, whose name I won^ t mentioti,^. was ' 
browsing through this grammar in his bath, one morning, he winced a bit when 
he saw (1).- Cleaijly there was only one thing he could do ~ paeic up four 
research as^sistants and. five Uhers and parachute into Tzotzil74and to check 
the rule out. 



C^t in Tzotzil-land^he and his* ba^age laboriously record every 
occurrence of k^al and teno and ^ for each occurrence they note down tHe age 
of the .speaker, where he was standing, his pupil dilation, the time of day, 
the home addrSiss of him and his addressee, the a^r temperature, the height 
of the speakerVs spouse, and one or two other things which I'd rather not 
mention. 4 - • j 

Meanwhile, back i^n the U.S.A., the computer is busy thinking about 
the data that our linguist is diligently radioing back to it.. As a result 
of its ci^gitations it plots a number of graphs, some of which will be re- 
produced below. In the first one [Figure '1. overleaf the* y-coordinate 
ranges from 1-100. and represents the percentage of teno occurrences relative 
t^^tptal k^aZ and teno occurrences. Obviously 100 less whatever the value 
y is will give you the percentage of^k^^Z occurrer).ces . ( 

- _ lOOn Q where n y^umber of teno occurrence's ^ 

^ n+m ^ where mX nitaiber of 'al - occurrences 
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75%- 



50%- 



25%- 



0 - 



Figure 1'. 




Pupil dilation. 



Along the abscissa A/e have pupil dilation. Npw, as the reader well knows, 
indeed as anyone knows who has read Labov (1970), pvpil dilation is an 
objective empirical measure of the 4^8^^^ of formality of a conversational 
situation. You^^jtey be wondering how .Labov ever discovered that,^ but try 
aad put Buch unworthy thoughts out of your mind. However, as you can see, 
this graph actually isn't ^very exciting.' It seems that pupil dilation, 
a.k.a. 'degree of formality/, is comp^letely irrelevant to relativet^ 'al 
and teno usage. 



In (the next graph the y-coordinate stays the same but along <lhe 
abscissa we have the home address and occupation of the speaker ranged . 
along a seven point scale. 'Some or>my more naive readers may be a little 
puzzled, as to how we matich such obviously multidimensional! data to^ single 
linear Steven point scale. L^t me fi]ll you in on th^ sophis.ticated tech- 
nique involved:^ what you do is awarld points. So if the subject lives 
in the Tzot zil-land' equivalent of Park Lane they get 7 points for hpirie^ 
address, whereas if they live in the Tzotzil-land equivalent of Clapham 
they only get .2 points. Likev^ise if the subje-ct is the Tzotzil equivalent 
of Vice-Chancel^r tjien they get 6 points whereas if they are the Tzotzil 
equivalent of a cleaner they only get \ point, ^or any given subject you 
just tot up their scores, divide by the number of dimensions you first 
thought of,., and plot them on a ^aph. I'm sorry if this digr*ession has 
bored those who knew how to do it all alon^. * 
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Ocaicpaiyion find home address 
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As ^pw can see, . this graph is a little more interesting than the last 
one but our linguist was terribly -disappointed with it. I shfould have 
mentioned that the computer not onl'y prints out these pretty .graphs- but 
^it also associates with each a string of figures. And in this case the 
figures tell us that the curve is just a random distribution around the 
50% line, a distribution which is of- no significance to man or beast. 
Our linguist is distressed at this because his previous experience of, 
^this variable had led him to believe that- almost any^thing which linguists 
had. called optional- was; in reality, strongly correlated with j.t. 

, Disappointed, but mideterred, our linguist continued to examine 
the graphs provided by the computer, despite the^fact; that tKe two vari'- 
abl'es which wer<e, in his view, the mdst ^^romising, had let him down. 
Being a good empiricist hef was natorally willing to examine the correl- ^ 
ation between any pair of variables whatsoever. ° The next graph to emerge 
fr6[n the line-printer turned out to be ve.r^ puzzling indeed': 
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Figure 3. 



\ 



80' 



130' 



Mt ternpevature 



In this graph'^tihe abscissa represents air temperature. As you can 
ioxagine this curve had our linguist ^seriously worried. He was" after all, 
a socio linguist: rvot a physiological linguist. Whatever else he wanted 
he di'dn't want the honour of being the first linguist-to discover an* 
'optional' rule that was conditioned by air temperature.^ Accordingly , 
he took a. close look at the string of figures associated ^with this graph 
and discovered that although the curve was significant it wasn * t' rea lly 
very significant. There was a one-in-ten possibility of its haVing fiapp- 
ened by chance. Our linguist put this graph on*one side, consoling him- 
self .with the thought that he was probably the victim of one of those 
statistica^l freaks that even the most rigorous of scientists must some- 
times fall prey to» , 

Several more graphs came out but they all followed the pattern of 
the first two we looked at so I won't bore you with the details.. The 
linguist was "beginning to get rather anxious'-*-; maybe the rule really was 
optional^. The final graph to emerge swept all these "worries away here 
at last was something exciting; not qy^ly did it 'have a pretty shape but 
also the figures associated with it made it virtually certain that it had 
not arisen through chance. * 
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Figure 4, 




• 25%- 



Time of - 

The absaissa of this j^faph represents-th'e titne of day the curve, turns 
at about 11.00 a.m. At last we have the proof thajt the k^al / teno alt7^ 
ernation is not^ optional . Our linguist' looked at' this graph and the first 
hypothesis that spran-g to his mirid went as follows: there' is a^ abstract 
competence-type rule which says use teno before 11.00 and use k^at after 
11.00. Furthermore the output of this cojnpfetence rule i^ obscured by 
performance factors such as memory limitations, slips of the tongue, dis- 
tractions, false star ts , shifts of attention and intere^t^ and faulty 
watches sold to the T-zotzil-landers by uns crupulous, Japanese salesmen. 
In £he absence of these per f ormancfe factors the competence rule /ouTd 
appear thus:^^ j ' , . J 

/ • 
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Time of day 



On further reflection our linguist decided that this hypothesis wouldn't 
do. TheVe were three reasons for this, ^ the last ^being tTie most compelling, 
although only the first two get mentioned in his forthcoming paper. 



The first is that the curv^ isilj t quite what youM ex^^ect on the 
most plausible model of -perfpTjfianc^e discrepancy . If speakers switched 
from teno to fe'aZ as—sbph^as they thought it was- 11.00, but sometimes 
, got the>> time WGng* then the curve would look like Figure 6 and not like 
FigureTi.; ^ ' \- ' . 



121 



100%- 



75%- 



5Q%- 



25%- 



Figure 6. 
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^ ' Time of day 

The second reason is that if yOu look at the individual data, 
rather "than at the grouped data, then you discover that tt^e curve shown 
in Figure A is replicated for individual speakers and isn/ t just a pro- 
duct olf their summation. 



The third reason — the ^unmen tionable one — lay in something one 
of his research assistants confic^ed to him as they were on their way to 
^ Tzotzil Bar Mitsvah one -^day, soon after they had formulated the, 11. DO 
competence hyDothesis. This research assistant had apparently overheard 
one -of their diubjects uSe the ?c'ai\form at 6.00 one morning. The research 
assistant approached the subject and asked him to repeat what he had just 
sa^d. The subject repeated his utterance and again used the /c'al fprm. 
The research assistant then asked the subject whether he realized • that 
he had made a mistake and whether he knew what' the time was. The subjec^t 
replied that he wasn't aware, of having made, any mistake and that he thought 
the time was abojjt 6.00 a.m. Needless to say, the research assistant (fame 
away a puzzled and worried man. t 

Of course an anecdote like that has no place in an empirical theory 
of language and our linguist rightly disregards it completely when he 
jus'tities his rejection of the ll'.OO competence fiypothesis. 12 

The linguist's new hypothes is *took the form of a. variable rule, a 
rule wfiich, like other rules o^ generative grammar is to be interpreted ^ . 
as a par t of individual* ^competence . This rule looks like this: '!^ 



(3) 



WHERE 



iteno> It 
n 

iPJal^^ It 
1-n 



where n = f (t) an^ t is the 
time of the utterance. 



Now that may J^ook very fancy, but it doesn't help us too mudh unless we 
know what f is. Luckily that question is easy to answer — I expect most 
readers^ who have given Vigure 4 even a cursory glance will already have 
guessc<4 it. Yes, 9f course, Figure 4 is none other than a close approx- 
imation^ to our old friend the common or garden negative hyperbolic tan 
curve. ' So we have thatil? ^ n 

6 
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(4) f =. Ax (a - tanhCbx - c)) ■* 

where a, b apd c are constants. 

Our linguist got the computer to fiddle around with the constants a bit 
and came up with best-fit values for a, b and c. Then he tested the 
•match between the curve generated by his variable tule and that plotted 
as a result oE his observations. Amazingly the match is very close and 
the possibility of its occurring by chance quite negligible. . 

• Before br.i»nging this saga of- research virtuosity to a close/let • 
me just sumnicirize the achievements of this linguist. He.'«has shown that 
yet another rule, previously thought optional, is actually conditioned. 
He has shown chat-t^rLs conditioning is cotrtextual and that the rule which 
exhibits iL is t^QiirntiaLly probabilistic arid not just an absolute rule 
obscured by performance factors. And above all, innaDists rejoice, he 
has shown that hyperbolic tan functions are a feature of the competence 
underlying the human language faculty. \ ^ ? 

I mighL mention, in passing, that an additional graph provided by 
the computer also enabled our Linguist to explain the very puzzling facts 
he had uncovered concerning the relation between where-ques tions and ^air- 
temperature. The computer had provided him with a plot of air- tempera ture" 
against time which looked like this: 



Figure 7. ^ 



80' 




16.00 



Time of day 

This shows that the hottest part of the Tzotzil' day is about 4.00 in the 
afternooii. If we compound this" curve with our time^dependent variable 
rule then the graph (Figure 3) that we had before, appears quite straight- 
forwardly. ''Ifere, as if he needed it, was independent confirmation of 
Our linguist^ s li^ypothesis. 
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/ • Now I^n s.ur*e that the reader has found our linguist *s second hypo- 

thesis' utterly compelling ae an explanation of the curious facts about 
teno and k^al. ' However I feel that it is only fair to point out that 
there is an al terna tive hypoiliesis available, if only to illustrate the 
immense superiority of the theory just described. The trouble with this 
alternative hypothesis' is that it isn^t very empirical. In fact it isn^t 
at all empirical. And it invokes non-behavioral concepts like ^meaning* 
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Worse still it doesn't make any Very pi^^cise-^^ 



predictions about the data. 
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What" predictions it does make seem more or less compatible with' the data 
as. I've described it. Anyway let me just sketch thi5 hypothesis for you 
so 'you can see how vagye, silly and methodologically unsatisfactory it is. 

The silly hypothesis runs as follows: the words al and teno 
mean slightly different things. -^^ Both are basically equivalent to the 
English word 'where* but teno carries in addition the presupposition ©hat 
the addressee hasn't been very far away whilst fe 'aZ carries the presuppo- 
sition that the addressee .has been ^orae distance away. And that's all we 
need to say lingidstically , However there are one or two nonlinguistic 
facts which impingejfon things. Before 11.00 people in Tzotzil~land 
haven't had a chance to go any great distance away and return so where- 
questions adHressed to them mostly take the teno form. After 11.00 people 
start filtering back from the fields and the al form ti.kes over in 
quest ioi;is addressed to these per'sops. And that's it* That's the hypo- 
thesis. Of course it's silly to thinlc that one could still get away v)ith 
explanations like that now that linguistic theory is- at liberty to posit 
variable rules and internalized hyperbolic tan fun{;tions» ^ 

^ -k ' k k k 

Let us examine the assumptions implicit in variable rule descrip- ' 
tions (VRDs hereafter) . in rather more detail. ^5 VRD^s involve the linguist 
in a complete change of data base': they purport to offer an explanation, 
no't for the i^orm of sentence-types (as a conventional grammar does) but 
instead for Jhe form of Sentence-tokens, only the latter count as data for 
a VRD. Furthermore a VRD cannot employ as data the form of a particular 
sentence token (as a qonventional grammar can) but can only refer to the 
set of forms found in n set of sen tence-tokens . \ 

/ 

The explanandum of, and data for, conventional grannnars is, in 
large measure, a set of judgements about well-formedness. These judge- 
ments are irrelevant to the probabilistic components^ of a VR.D because the 
latter 'can only make statements about the relative frequency of occurrent 
forms. -It might be argued that VRDs arc about the well-formedness^ of text 
but this view cannot be niaintained . Consider the synonymous expressions 

' ' and '-' in the propos ition al calculps:^^. the former is much less* 

common in proofs that t;he latter. Suppose we examine a large number of/ 
proofs and find that -the ratio of former to latter is 1:5 and so we add a 
variable rule to the syntax of the propositional calculus to reproduce 
this distribution. Wliat , Happens if we are then shown a text consisting 

of a set of proofs in which the occurrence ratio of '' ' to '-* is 2:1? ' 

Are we to say that this text is ill-formed? Clearly not, all we can say 

is that it has a nonstandard occurrence, ratio of ' ' and '-'. VRDs 

conflate two distinct types of fact, 22, facts about well-f ormedaifess and 
facts about occurrence, 'all within the same notational and theoretical 
framework' (Cedergren and Sankoff 197^:33^0. ' 

This conflatioh has a number of unfortunate methodological con- 
sequences for linguistic ■ theory . In the first place VRDs make single 
counterexamples it'relevant. How could 'one^produce a coun terexa.mpyi.e to the 
VRD propovsed above for k^al and teno usage? The alternative semantic hypo- 
thesis is. on the otl^er hand, clearly falsifiable by a single counter- 
example. Worse still, imagine a linguist, sympathetic to VRDs, who is 

o • \ ^ 
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confronted wich a set of counterexamples to one of his n(9n-pr obabili^tic 
hypotheses: he has only to convert thB hypothesis into an appropriately 
framed VRD in order to actually predict the ' cou^ritc^rexamples^. For ex- 
amplew suppose Schegloff (1968) had anticipated Labov^s (l97p) suggestion 
to employ variable rules in the analysis of d.ialogue data. Then, pre- 
sented as he was with one counterexample to a rule^^ that held for th^- 
ot;her 499 cases in his corpus, Schegloff " could simply have weighted his 
rul© to apply in -99.8% of cases. .As it was Schegloff took the counter- 
example^ ser ious ly^^ and postulated a more general non-probabilistic 
analysis which subsumed* the entire corpus • 

• ■ . ■ 

Perhaps the ultimate reductio of the VRD approach vill c^me about 
when it confronts the problem of the relative distribution of sync^nymous 
oy^r eHsi on,s . \"/liere these expressions are both listed ^in the lexicon we 
may* simply add a probability to 'the entries to giVe us such pairs as 
(OCULIST: [..997 ]), <EYE-DOCTOR: [.003]). HowoVer, ifi^we are going to do 
tHiat, and the fogic of the VRD approach makes it mA^ciatory that we do, 
then we ..ire laced with an insuperable problem when "^e are called upon to 
account: for the relative distribution of transformationally unrelated but 
synonymous oxpres s iclns , ojne or more of which is not to be found in the 
lexicon. Thus it would be impossible to fT^rmulate a VRD to account for 
the relative distribution of perfect tejise and pas GC his tor ique ■ in Fr^nch^ 
or for. the relative distribution of the expressions ' sis te r~in~law ' and 
'spouse's sister or brother's wife'.' ■ . \v 

The type erf linguistics caricatured in this paper has, in effect, 
rediscovered discovery procedures* Just 'as distributional data analysis 
led to phrase-structure gr'ammar and the; taxonomic phoneme, so statistical 
dat^a analysis leads to probabilistic grammar. Doubtless horoscopic data 
arfa lysis leads to astrological grammar. Chomsky's discussions^^ -of the 
methodological fallacy inherent in the discovery procedure procedure for 
theory construction are too well known to require repetition here. 

There, are two possible responses to these remarks. Qne is to say 
that VRDs , despite, the grandiose f.laims made for them,^^ should not be 
assessed as theoretical statements at all But rather as descriptions 
meeting the criterion of observational adequacy, tha,t is as descriptions ^ 
which present tjie observed primary data correctly and thus achieye- the 
lowest level of succesa fcxr grammatical description. But, as Chomslcy 
has point^id out, 'what data is relevant is determined In part by the 
possibility for a' systematic theory, and one mig+vt therefore hold that 
the lowest level of success is no easier to achieve than the others. .. . - • 
The problem bf deciding what data is valuable and 'to the point is not an 
easy one. . I'fnat is obsernjed is of ten nei ther relevant nor significant , 
and what is relevant and significant is often very 'difficult to observe, 
in linguistics no less than in the freshman physics- laboratory , or, foe 
that matter, anywhere in science.' (Chomsky 1*964 : 28 , f n . 1 [my emphasis]). 

That quantifying context should, in -present circumstances^ be a 
pointless and misle*ading exercise is quite unsurprising in the light oX 
standard scientific methodology. For, as Chomsky implies in the quotation 
above, a component of that methodology is tha4: theories determine their 
own data. This princip'le is no news to most linguists the linguist 

with a ♦syntactic theory will st*udy strings wh!N;h are very different from 
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those investigated by the linguis t . wi th a phonetic theory. Equally, no 
linguist is interested in jjj^I>^ny set of unacceptable strings but only 
those, that confirm, disconTirm or decide between linguistic theories. 



The second ^response is'" to claim that probabilistic grammar is 
indeeU a tHeory and not just a reificatipn of a particular type of dis- 
covery procedure. And to clain] in addition tKat it is a theory which 
specifies that quantifiable aspects of context county as potentially rele^ 
vant data. 30 probabilistic granmar, as formulated *by VRD proponents, 

is not a theory. Fancy statistics which summarize the distribution of 
items in a sample dp not constitute an explanation of that dis rribution . ^1 
Xo think that they could do so, ^is to trade on a misconception of the rolef 
of statistics in scieiice:' the accepted role of statistics, even in psy-r 
chology, is t'o test an explanation,. .pqV to be the explanation.-^^" The 
first word in the phrase ' signif icsiVt 'at the .01 le^^'eT* does not mean tlie 
same as the second word in the phrase ^j^inguistically sign/ificant general- 
ization* — to proceed as if it^ did is%o £e guilty of gross, equivocation. 
Significance in the first senseVLs no guarantee of significance in the 
second. • ' • 
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NOTES- 



I am'grateful to ..Mike Oakes for some discussion of statistical 
matters. ^ ' . 

A rather cynical syntactician at the 'conference, on hearing me 
make this claim in conversation, responcjed with ^Aren't they all* 



There is actually a language called Tzotzil whicii does have where- 
question morphemji^s k^ahand timo . .It is ' interestingly discussed ^ / 
in Sarles 1970 to whicrl I owe the inspiration for the present dis- 
cussion. The latter should not however be construed either as a 
contribution to the- study of the real languag(^ Tzotzil, or a« a 
caricature of my source. Reference to Sarles 1970 w^^ rapidly . 
serve to dispel both these construals. 




3. To the best of my knowledge this statement is false. 

^, 

* 4* 

i\. Of course there is an alternative formulation in which we assume 

o^e of the two form.s to be underlying and have an optional rule 
which converts it into the other form.* Nothing said below is in 
the least affected by my choice 0"f formulation. 
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After this paper was given a leading British socio linguist criti- 
cized it on the grounds that it should have named names .and taken a 
specific piece of work as it3 target. The reason for not having 
done so i^^ straightforward: the cri ticisms -advanced are'of a quite 
general methodological nature, to h^ve directed theiti at a specific 
piece of work would have obscured the fact that the>t apply to a 
whole paradigm of research. • -> • - 

CE. Chomsky 1964 :56f. 
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7. For morei serious discussions of the|pntological absurdity of this 
kind of' .approach see Cicourel 196^,' ^972 ; Gazdar 1976a and Wilson 
1^70. . " . _ 

8. Incredible as it may seem, the. definition of empiricism implicit 
in this remark is also^implicit ^in the work done'by many persons 
referred to as 'social scientist'. It receives classic expression 
in the statistical technique known as factor analysis, 'There is' 
surely no^ reason why the<. linguist must 'necessarily limit himself 
to "the study of phenomena and their 'correlations" , avoiding any 
attempt to gain insight into* such data by means of an explanatory 
theory of language. (Chomsky 196^:99). 

9. I do not mean to imply that rules of this type could ,not exis^. A 
. phonetic rule wl^ich, say, varied the height of back vowels accord- 

^ ing to atmospheric pressure 4oes not sound, a priori^ very uhreas- 
enable. What makes this type of rule so ludicr^s in the present 
context is the fact that we are dealing with the dia^tr ibution of 
• lexica 1 ' i tems . ' . " 

i r ■ 

10. This list is mostly derived from tl^e lists given in Ohom^y 1965. 

11. It is not my intention to suggest that such a time-sensitive ling^ 
uistic rule is intrinsically absurd. In the discussion following 
the paper C.A.Ferguson drew attention to the rule for the use of 

the Moroccan-Arabic word for 'needle' which appears to be of exactly 
this form for many speakers. * • ^ 

12. For more serious remarks on the inappiropriacy of befiaviorist re-' 
strictions on mentionable linguistic data see Gazdar 1976b.* A 
behaviorist methodology is, of course, not a necessary concomitant 

.of VRDs (Variable Ji-ule Descriptions), or vice versa. However, being 
equ.ally symptomatic of a misplaced 'empiricism, their cooccurrence 
in t;his instance should be unsurprising. .Cf., 'e.g. the behavioral 
approcich adopt?ed by Labov (1973) in his at tempf^t^ come up with a 
probabilistic account of^the meaning of the word 'cup'. At least 
some sociolinguis t*s do not feel bound by a behaviorist methodology: 
Gillian Sankoff (personal communication) apparently only posits a 
VRD when she has failed to elicit a meaning difference from inform- 
ant intuitions. This order *of procedure seems to carry an implicit 
: admission of the inferiority of VRDs relative to more traditional- 

forms of linguistic explanation. ' - , 

13. The latter half of this sentencja is^ lilted, almost word for ward, 
from Cedergren and Sankoff (197*4 : 3l3S) -a ^ 

14. * The notational conventions employed are discussed in Cedergren and 

Sankoff "1974 . , The contextual variables most often found in such 
rules are 'formality' and 'class'. I have deliberately chosen to 
use time as the variable because its ontological statyr^ as something 
oriented to by speakers is that much more secure than that of the 
more commonly^ f^^nd variables (cf. footnotes 7 and 11 above). • The 
point is that VRDs can be criticrzed even when ^tViey Employ relatively^ 
sensible j/ariables . 1. jL ♦ / 
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15. 

• 16, 

.17, 
18. 



19. 

20. 
21. 

12. 



23. 



24. 



25. 



Readers unfamiliar with the l-ambda cpej^j^or are directed 
and Fitch, 1969.' . • 

I'm assuming that Quine's 'innoce-nt and uncontrover sial riotibiy^iDf 
stimulus meaning' (QuinjE 1972) is inadequate to the present thf^- 



Clearly ' precise '- means ' numojrically precise ' 



/ 



'In general,' it seems areasoqabl^ to regard an item as meaninjgr. 
bearing just in case selection of it is subject to an optional 
rule.'.. Where the granpar provides for an optional choij^iie., id ^makes 
•sense to sea'rch for the coriditions under^, which it is appropriate 
to mak^ this chbice (this. being one aspect of the »study of peaning) 
(Chomsky 1964:36V, En. 7) ^ 

The discussion below is complementary to that found ip Bic^erton 
197rT 1973a, 1973b and Gazdar 1976a. 

Cf . Senders 1974: 7 , fn.3. . ' 
^ . /-< • ■ . 

Although ' ' and '-' can correctly be said to be Sjynonymous in the 

proposit:ioi>al calculus, they typic^ally have very different function^ 
in proofs 



\at mat never 
11-f ormed . 



V. 



Facts like that can only be obfuscated by a 

. • A . . . ^ ^ 

For a most us^'u4 discussion of this d is tinc<Cion\see Drejtske (1974:* 
35£.-)- The fact, if it is one, that the s/ring oat, on 
oeturs may ^b^ evidence for. the fact that the string is 
The grammar will explain its i ll-f ormedness but it^ nontoccu r r ence 
will pnly be explained by the grammar taken togethfT i^iiph some 
rather strong psychological assumptions. The fact/ of iits non- 
occurrence- ^nd the fact of its ill-f ormedness are'xhus /f ac ts of. a 
quite different typcv. • / 

E.g. A see$ B leave the room and come back, a couple of/ minut-^s 
later. A then asks B where B has been and uses tTie kjal form. 

'A finest rule of telephone conversation, which might be called a 
"distribution rule for first utterances" is: the an^iierer speaks 
first.' \ (ScheglofC 1^68) 



r. 



While indeed there* is only one such violation, in 'my data, its 
loneliness in the corpus is not 'sufficient warrant, for not treating 
it seriously. Two alternatives are open. We might Eocus^ exc lus^ . 
ivel^ on this case and seek to develop an analysis particular to it ' 
that would •:a,ccouDt for its deviant sequencing. This would constitute^ 
an ad hoc^attempt to save the distribution rule-, 'usiiiig a technique 
commonly used in sociology — deviant case ^analysis . Alternately, 
we might reexamine the entire corpus of materials' seeding to deepen 
our understanding df the opening sequencing. We might ask: Is this 
best treated a-s a deviant case, or would a deeper at|d ^nore igeneraT' 
formulation of the opening sequencing reveal properlpies of the 
initiation of talk that the distribution rule glosses over. Analysis 
of the case reveals that the distribution rule, whije it holds in 
most case^, ^is ^in fact best understood as*a derivatjivc of ' more *gep-** 
eral rules. '- (S^hcglof f * 1968) , 
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.26. I owe this example and the Argument it illustrates to Dick Huc^fson* ' 
(p>ersonal communication) . 



27. E.g.. in Chomsky 1962. 



28. 'Thexpower of this approach lies in the uhiquely . well-defined and 
economical reTationship which it< posits between ^^mpetetice a^nd 
litiguis tic performance^ anafiogous' to that "between a probability , 
distribution and a sample, or between a, model and%a: simulation. 

K This relationship not only; integcate^X^enerative and behavioral 

aspects ifi 'an elegant way, but is al'^o easily operationali^ed so as 
to. provide "cohsisffent and reproducible results. The utility of a 
theory" containing vaitiable. rules, is -magnified many times as a con- 
Sequence of ,t7he' ease and na'tura»lnes^$ with which it extends from 
• ^ "|urel^ linguistic applicability to. i-he domains of sbciolfnguistics , 
"stylistics, dialectology*; ^nd language change, individually or in 
combination . *1 (Cedergren and Sa,nkoff. 1974:353)^. 
; , , ' . > . ■ 

29. It is one of the themes of a recent symposium (Cohen '1974) on ex- 
plaining linguistic phenomena; see e-specially tii^ papers by Bever 
( 1974), Dougherty .(1974) , Dretske (1974) - and Whitaker (1974) . It 
can also be found throughout- Chomskjf ' s methodological writings, e.g. 

. :• . 'The prevailing attitude iia .the sciences is to- regard data .as of 
^ . — intetest prim^jily, insofar the choice' among , 

alternative theories," aBd to search for 'data , however exotic, , that 
^ will be crucial in this sen^e. ' CChomsky 1964;98~9)v' . • 

30. 'Onca accepted and i^ntorporated into description, variabil ity". can 
'be mide a function not only of^ the presence or absence of linguistic 
elements but also can be constrained' by extralinguistic factors, 

.alt within the same' notational and theoretical- framework.^ (Cedergren 
and Sankoff 1974;33.4 [my emphasis]), .-' . » 

31. By way of analogy consider a complex algebraic equation which, when 
plotted on a grapli, gave iis an outline map of the U'.K. There is no 

^ sense in which sucm an equation eould be said to explain the shape 

of the U.K. aJ.though it might, e.g., be a useful way of storing the 
shape in a computer. [This analogy, is not original to. this p^*per 
but I can no longer locate a source for it, so none is given. ] 

32. /he only counterexample I know of to. this claim in^^the 'hard' 
■sciences lies in the role of ""s tati s tics' in Quant'um Mechanics . 

. Persons wishing to dra,w parallels between the latter and lingu- 
. . is tics are welcome to try and do. jro , 
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